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American women’s lives
and roles were changed
in various ways during

World War II. With most men
away defending the country,
there were fewer stateside in
the civilian workforce, giving
way to women stepping in and
performing jobs that men tra-
ditionally held.  

On the homefront, women
demonstrated that they could
work as hard as men, proving
that they were a valuable
asset in the sustainment of the
homefront, while men were
away fighting overseas.

Of these women, none were
more valuable than the
women who helped support
the war by flying aircraft.
These “Women in Aviation”
became known as WAFS, the
Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying
Squadron. 

These women pilots were
called up to step in after the
Army Air Force began experi-
encing a shortage of male
pilots due to heavy losses in
combat. Their mission was to
ferry U.S. Army Air Force
trainers and light aircraft
from factories to coastal air-
ports to be flown overseas.

The Women’s Flying
Training Detachment was
established at the Houston
Municipal Airport, with pio-
neer American aviator,
Jacqueline Cochran as its
director, on Sept. 14, 1942.  

The squadron began with
about 28 commercially
licensed women pilots.
Requirements to join
squadron were the 500 hours
of flying time and a 200-horse-
power rating. On average,
most of the women joining the
squadron had about 1,100
hours of flying experience
under their belts. 

The WAFS performed the
mission so well, that they were

allowed to begin transporting
fighter, bomber and transport
aircraft, normally thought to
be too complicated for women
to fly, repudiating Chief of the
U.S. Army Air Corps, Lt. Gen.
Henry H. Arnold’s
earlier comments,
“that the idea of
using women
pilots was ‘utterly
unfeasible,’ and
that women were
too ‘high strung.’”

In May of 1943,
Arnold authorized
Cochran to over-
see the develop-
ment of a women’s
pilot uniform. 

August 1943,
all women pilots
flying for the
USAAF were con-
solidated into the
Women Airforce
Service Pilots pro-

gram, with Jacqueline
Cochran becoming the USAAF
Director for Women Pilots.
Nancy Harkness Love, another
woman pilot pioneer, was
named, as executive on the

Air Transport Command
Ferrying Division staff. 

More than 25,000 women
applied for pilot training
under the WASP program. Of
these, 1,830 were accepted,

1,074 graduated and 900
remained in the program.

WASP held many positions
in the AAF. They became flight
training instructors and glider
tow pilots, engineering test fly-
ing, ferrying aircraft and per-
forming other flying positions.

Arnold, speaking before the
last WASP graduating class at
Sweetwater, Texas, Dec. 7,
1944, said, “You ... have
shown that you can fly wingtip
to wingtip with your brothers.
If ever there was doubt in any-
one’s mind that women could
become skilled pilots, the
WASPs dispelled that doubt.
I want to stress how valuable
the whole WASP program has
been for the country.”

The WASP became an
important part of American
history as a result of the
movement of women into the
war workforce, freeing up
men for combat and other
duties. They were instrumen-
tal in the integration of
women pilots into the Armed
Services. 

However, within little over
a year, due to political pres-
sures and with an increase in
male pilots, the WASPs were
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Woman Air Force Service Pilot trainees with an instructor at Avenger Field, Sweetwater Texas. The Civilian Pilot Training
Program created opportunities for women to fly. 
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few flights, and the photogra-
pher took a number of pic-
tures of the terrain and
established another first – the
beginning of aerial photo
reconnaissance and aerial
map making. 

However, on their second
aerial photography mission,
Foulois and Parmalee
crashed the rented airplane
in the Rio Grande River.

At the outset of World War
I, the military on both sides of
the conflict saw the value of
using the airplane for recon-
naissance work, but didn’t
fully appreciate the potential
of aerial photography. 

Initially, aerial observers,
flying in two-seater airplanes
with pilots, did aerial recon-
naissance by making sketch
maps and verbally conveying
conditions on the ground.
They reported on enemy posi-
tions, supplies, and move-
ments; however, some
observers tended to exagger-
ate or misinterpret condi-
tions. 

In some cases, their obser-
vations were based on look-
ing at the wrong army. From
above, identifying one Soldier
from another was not easy.
One time a German observer
indicated that an English unit
was running around in great
disarray and appeared to be
in a state of panic. The
English were playing soccer. 

Some English observers
started using cameras to
record enemy positions and
found aerial photography
easier and more accurate
than sketching and observing.
The aerial observer became
the aerial photographer, and
soon all of the nations
involved in the conflict were
using aerial photography. 

One of the early pioneer of
aerial photography for
wartime reconnaissance and
military intelligence was

Friedrich Wilhelm “Fred”
Zinn, a volunteer American
aviator who flew with French
Armee de l’Air Forces in
World War I 

When the Battle Creek,
Mich., native was visiting
France in August 1914, he
joined the French Foreign
Legion shortly after the out-
break of World War I. He
served on the Western Front
until Feb. 1, 1916, when he
was wounded for the second
time during a German
artillery attack.

Zinn transferred to the
French Aéronautique
Militaire on Feb. 14, 1916,
where he served as gunner
and bombardier with
Escadrille F-14 from Dec. 12,
1916, until Oct. 21, 1917.
Zinn often augmented his
bombing duties by taking
reconnaissance photographs
of enemy lines before return-
ing to base.

Zinn was one of the first
aviators who attempted to
photograph enemy troop
positions from the air to assist
commanders on the ground.
This had previously been
done from manned balloons,
but they were vulnerable to
enemy fire and had to be kept
behind the lines. 

By flying directly over
enemy positions and taking
photographs, Zinn provided
French commanders with a
far better view of the battle-
field, and the techniques he
and others developed soon
became standard practice for
both sides in the trench war-
fare-style conflict.

He was decorated twice by
the French government for
bravery for flying low over
enemy lines on these recon-
naissance missions. Although
not formally assigned to the
American Lafayette
Escadrille, Zinn was recorded
as an observer for the
Escadrille, presumably while
taking aerial photographs.

After the United States
entered the war in 1917, Zinn
entered the U.S. Army Air
Service as a captain and was
attached to American General
Headquarters at Chaumont
until the Armistice on Nov.
11, 1918.

By the time of the
Armistice, the Germans and
the British were recording the
entire front at least twice a
day. Both countries possess
up-to-date records of their
enemy’s trench construction.
England estimated that its
reconnaissance planes took
half a million photographs
during the war, and Germany
calculated that if all of its aer-
ial photographs were
arranged side by side, they
would cover the country six
times. 

The war brought major
improvements in the quality
of cameras; photographs
taken at 15,000 feet (4,572
meters) could be blown up to
show footprints in the mud. 

Cameras specially
designed for use in airplanes
were being produced, includ-
ing thermal infra-red detec-
tors. Stability and shutter
speed remained a problem,
and towards the end of the
war, Sherman M. Fairchild
developed a camera with the
shutter located inside the
lens. 

This design significantly
improved the quality of the
images, and became the stan-
dard for aerial camera sys-
tems over the next 50 years. 

Since those early days,
aerial photography and
reconnaissance has come on
a long journey from Foulois
and Signal Corps No. 1, to the
U-2 and SR-71 spy aircraft
used in the 1960s and 1970s,
to today’s reconnaissance
satellites, but it’s a journey
that took its first steps at Fort
Sam Houston.
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AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHY disbanded Dec.
20, 1944.

General
Arnold’s summed
it up this way,
“When we need-
ed you, you came
through and have
served most com-
mendably under
very difficult cir-
cumstances, but
now the war situ-
ation has
changed and the
time has come
when your volun-
teer services are
no longer need-
ed. The situation
is that if you con-
tinue in service,
you will be
replacing instead
of releasing our
young men. I know the WASP
wouldn’t want that. I want you
to know that I appreciate your
war service and the AAF will
miss you...”

Although WASPs had the
privileges of military officers,
they were never formally adopt-
ed into the USAAF, and were
considered civil service employ-
ees without injury or death ben-
efits. 

Despite the WASP dedication
and notable contributions to the
U.S. military, a bill that was
introduced in 1944 before
Congress to militarize the
WASPs was met with strong
opposition. 

Sept. 20, 1977, a select
House subcommittee on veteran
affairs heard testimony on Bill
3277, which recognized WASP
service as active duty in the
armed forces and would enti-
tled them to veterans’ benefits. 

It was strongly supported by
both houses of Congress and
Senator Barry Goldwater, but
was opposed by the American
Legion who believed that the
inclusion of WASP into active
duty “would denigrate the term
‘veteran’ so that it will never
again have the value that

presently attaches to it.” It was
not until a compromise was
reached, that if the U.S. Air
Force would certify that the
WASP had been de facto mili-
tary personnel during the war.
The WASP amendment would
not be stripped.

The Air Force did so, they
made their determination using
the discharge papers of WASP
Helen Porter, 1944, which read,
“This is to certify that Helen
Porter honorably served in
active Federal Service of the
Army of the United States,” this
was the same wording used in
1944 for all honorable dis-
charges in the Army. 

On November 1977,
President Jimmy Carter signed
the bill into law granting World
War II veterans’ status for for-
mer WASPs.

July 1, 2009, President
Barack Obama signs bill S.614
to award a Congressioinal Gold
Medal to the Women Airforce
Service Pilots. He said, “Every
American should be grateful for
their service, and I am honored
to sign this bill to finally give
them some of the hard-earned
recognition they deserve.”
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Gen. Hap Arnold and Barbara Erickson at Avenger Field,
Sweetwater, Texas, Erickson was the only Woman Air Force
Service Pilot awarded the Air Medal for courageous service
during World War II.


